Background {#Sec1}
==========

Low-and middle income countries (LMIC) are experiencing a double-burden of malnutrition with an upsurge in overweight and obesity developing alongside persistently high levels of stunting \[[@CR1]\]. Globally, a three-fold increase in the prevalence of obesity has been observed since 1975, while in Africa, there has been a 50% increase in overweight in children under 5 years of age \[[@CR2]\]. The World Health Organisation (WHO) estimates that in 2016 18% of children aged 5 to 19 years globally were overweight or obese \[[@CR3]\]. Notwithstanding the rise in overweight and obesity, the prevalence of stunting remains persistently high, at about 40% in Africa, a level that has remained stagnant since 1990 and shows little prospect of improvement \[[@CR4]\]. The longitudinal assessment of growth and the social, economic, nutritional, behavioural and health environment in which it takes place can help identify critical periods associated with a rise in the prevalence of malnutrition and factors contributing to its development.

Bourne et al. showed that since 1940, South Africa has been undergoing a nutrition transition with an increase in the contribution of fats and a decrease in the contribution of carbohydrates and fibre towards energy consumption \[[@CR5]\]. The transition is faster in the black than other populations \[[@CR5]\] and in urban that rural populations \[[@CR6]\], driving an upsurge in obesity in the black population. Historically, black children and adolescents of both sexes were shorter and lighter \[[@CR7], [@CR8]\], and gained adipose tissue at a slower rate than white children \[[@CR9]\]. Previously, urban children from average socio-economic status (SES) communities were shorter and lighter than those in rural and well-off urban communities suggesting that a move to an urban environment without an improvement in SES does not benefit growth \[[@CR10]\].

When compared with children from a high income country (HIC), South African children were historically shorter, lighter and had lower adipose tissue \[[@CR11], [@CR12]\]. More recently, data from the mixed-longitudinal Bt20+ cohort have shown that while South African urban children remain shorter and lighter than the National Centre for Health Statistics (NCHS) references, weight-for-height is greater or similar between birth and 5 years of age \[[@CR13]\]. Thus, while South African children continue to falter in linear growth, there is an indication of an early increase in adiposity. There is a need to study these patterns through childhood and adolescence and the mixed-longitudinal data from the Bt20+ cohort provides an opportunity to examine black and white urban children and to assess the changing patterns in obesity.

The current increase in obesity could be as a result of a general increase in obesity throughout the population or due to an increase within a subgroup of the population \[[@CR14]\]. Generating percentiles can demonstrate shifts in the centile lines over time to indicate whether the positive secular change in BMI is influenced by those in the upper centiles becoming heavier or an upward shift in all centiles. There are no percentiles for height, weight and BMI for South African children and thus it is not possible to assess the change in patterns that contribute to the secular trends in BMI. Thus, the aims of this study in urban South African children were; (i) to assess the prevalence of undernutrition from birth to 5 years of age and overweight and obesity from ages 2 to 21 years in black and white, male and female children, and (ii) to determine percentiles for height, weight, BMI, waist and hip circumferences and comparing the centiles to American and Dutch references.

Methods {#Sec2}
=======

Data for this study were obtained from the Birth to Twenty Plus study (Bt20+), a prospective longitudinal cohort of children born in the Greater Johannesburg region, South Africa. The majority of the black participants lived in Soweto, a "township" (underdeveloped suburban area) on the outskirts of the greater Johannesburg municipality, housing an estimated 40% of the close to 4 million people living in the city \[[@CR15], [@CR16]\]. Soweto was created in the early 1930s by the government which formalised the separation of residential areas for black and white citizens under the system of apartheid. The onset of this study coincided with the political changes leading to the end of apartheid.

Details of the cohort are described elsewhere but are briefly summarised here \[[@CR17]--[@CR19]\]. The study enrolled children born during the 7 weeks \[[@CR18]\] between April 23 and June 81,990. Mothers with a permanent residential address in the municipal region were asked to participate in the study. Mothers were recruited at different time points, initially at antenatal clinics, then at delivery, and at 3 months, 6 months, and 1 year post-delivery \[[@CR17]\]. A total of 3273 mothers (black 78%, coloured 12%, Indian 4% & white 6%) with singleton births who met the selection criterion of continued residence in the area for 6 months were enrolled into the study \[[@CR18]\]. Due to the low number of white children in the original cohort, an additional number of white children born in the same period in 1990 were recruited at age 9 years. The government classification of population groups based on "race" was used (black for African, coloured for those of mixed ancestry, Indian for those whose forebears had immigrated from the Indian subcontinent and white for European-descent) and was assigned based on the parents' self-reported racial classification. The black population in the Soweto-Johannesburg area is composed of different tribal groups identified by self-reported home language. Genetic variation among black participants had been previously assessed and showed that the cohort is largely homogeneous with a small contribution from diverse assortment of ancestral populations \[[@CR20]\].

Anthropometric measurements {#Sec3}
---------------------------

Weight was measured from birth while height was measured from 3 months to 24 years of age in black and white children. Waist and hip circumferences were measured from 9 to 24 years. Birth weight was obtained from health records; no data was available for birth length. Trained fieldworkers measured weight and length at 3, 6 and 12 months. From age 1 year, anthropometric measurements were collected on calendar year data collection cycles using standard methods \[[@CR21], [@CR22]\]. Between the birth and 8 years, height was measured using the method of Cameron \[[@CR21]\], while from 10 years onwards all anthropometric measurements were done using the method of Lohman et al. \[[@CR22]\]. The methods are similar and both advocate stretch height to reduce diurnal variation. All measurements up to data collection year 8 were done during home visits, while later measurements were done at the research centre. Before age 2 years, supine length was measured from the vertex of the head to the bottom of the heels, with the child lying flat on its back, head positioned in Frankfort vertical plane and knees straightened. After age 2 years, height was measured without shoes to the nearest 0.1 cm using a Harpenden Stadiometer (Holtain, U.K.). Weight was measured on an electronic scale to the nearest 0.1 kg. Waist circumference was measured half way between the iliac crest and lowest rib at the end of normal expiration to the nearest 0.1 cm with no clothing barrier. Hip circumferences was measured over the greater trochanter and the most protruding part of the buttocks to the nearest 0.1 cm with minimal clothing. Children with very low birth weight (\< 1500 g) were excluded from the estimation of undernutrition, given the likelihood of them having had a complicated postnatal course with respiratory, gastrointestinal and neurological complications, possibly leading to impaired growth during childhood. All participants (over the age of 11 years) and their guardians provided written informed assent and consent respectively and ethics approval was obtained from the University of the Witwatersrand Committee for Research on Human Subjects (M010556).

Generating growth percentiles {#Sec4}
-----------------------------

Growth percentiles were generated using the LMS function within the generalized additive models for location scale and shape (gamlss version 5.0--1) package in R \[[@CR23], [@CR24]\]. The LMS method summarizes the distribution of the data by age and sex in terms of three curves called lambda (L), mu (M) and sigma (S) \[[@CR23]\]. The M curve is the median by age, the S curve is the coefficient of variation, and the L curve expresses the skewness of the distribution in terms of the Box-Cox power needed to transform the data to near normality. Plots for the Bt20+ percentiles for height, weight and BMI were superimposed on plots for CDC growth references \[[@CR25]\], while plots for the Bt20+ waist circumference references were superimposed on plots from the NHANES III \[[@CR26]\]. For height, weight and BMI, the 3rd, 50th and 97th centile are plotted while for waist circumference there being no centile lines below the 10th centile in the NHANES III data, the 10th, 50th and 90th centiles are presented. Plots for the Bt20+ hip circumference references were superimposed on Dutch references \[[@CR27]\]. Data for the Dutch references were available for the − 2, 0 and + 2 standard deviation scores (SDS) corresponding to the 2.3rd, 50th and 97.7th centiles \[[@CR27]\].

Generating Z-scores & BMI categories {#Sec5}
------------------------------------

The World Health Organization (WHO) 2006 child growth standards for children between birth and 5 years were used to develop height-for-age (HAZ), weight-for-age (WAZ), BMI-for-age (BMIZ) and weight-for-height (WHZ) Z-scores \[[@CR28]\]. Stunting, underweight and wasting were defined as a standard deviation score (SDS) \< − 2 of the median HAZ, WAZ and WHZ respectively. Overweight and obesity were defined using the International Obesity Task Force (IOTF) age-specific cut-offs for children aged 2 to 216 months \[[@CR29]\]. For children older than 216 months the adult cut-offs of BMI \> = 25 & \< 30 kg/m\^2 and BMI \> = 30 kg/m\^2 were used to define overweight and obesity respectively.

Statistical analysis {#Sec6}
--------------------

Data were stratified into yearly age groups, which were defined as incorporating all children whose integer age was the same as the age group. For example, age group 1 included all children who had reached 1 year but were less than 2 years. Exceptions to the above definition were age group 'less than 1', which only included data for infants aged 3 months to less than 1 year and age group '21', which included all participants aged 21 years and above. Data were analysed using R version 3.3.1 and Stata version 13.1 (Stata-Corp LP, College Station, Texas, USA). Z-scores were generated using the WHO 2006 and WHO 2007 R macros \[[@CR30], [@CR31]\]. The programme automatically generates variables, flagging biologically implausible values. These latter values were excluded from the analyses. Additional cleaning to remove outliers was achieved using the plotclean function in the SITAR package (version 1.0.9) in R \[[@CR32]\].

Race and sex differences in the proportions of stunting, underweight, wasting, overweight and obesity were assessed using a Pearson Chi-squared test. Race differences in height, weight and BMI were assessed using an independent t-test. All tests were performed at the 95% confidence interval.

Results {#Sec7}
=======

Race differences in height, weight, BMI, waist and hip circumference and waist-to-height ratio {#Sec8}
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The number of participants in each age group of the Bt20+ are presented in Table [1a](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}. As the cohort represented the demographics of children in Soweto-Johannesburg, South Africa, a higher number of black than white children were enrolled in the study. Cross-sectional means of height, weight, BMI, waist and hip circumferences and waist-to-height ratio are presented in Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}. With the exception of age less than 1 year and mid-childhood (5 and 8 years of age), white children were consistently taller than black children from early childhood to young adulthood. The earliest significant race differences were observed at 1 year in males and at 2 years in females such that the mean difference increased from 3.7 cm at 1 year to 7.9 cm at 19 years in males (*p* \< 0.0001) while in females the mean difference changed from 4.3 cm at 2 years to 5.2 cm at 19 years (*p* \< 0.0001).Table 1Race differences in (a) height/length, (b) weight, (c) BMI, (d) waist circumference, (e) hip circumference, and (f) waist-to-height ratio (%) from birth to adulthood. Sample sizes are given in Table [1(a)](#Tab1){ref-type="table"} in square brackets. Length was not measured at birth(a) HeightAge GroupMales Mean + SD (cm) \[N\]Females Mean + SD (cm) \[N\]BlackWhite*P*-valueBlackWhite*P*-valueBirthNA \[1245\]NA \[152\]NANA \[1324\]NA \[148\]NA\< 167.8 (6.9) \[417\]67.1 (7.0) \[66\]0.3966.6 (6.8) \[423\]66.2 (6.9) \[48\]0.708177.0 (4.7) \[376\]80.7 (4.7) \[23\]**0.001**75.8 (4.7) \[422\]77.8 (5.2) \[24\]0.085283.4 (3.6) \[296\]87.8 (4.8) \[31\]**\< 0.0001**82.6 (3.8) \[300\]86.9 (3.9) \[24\]**\< 0.0001**5100.5 (4.0) \[519\]104.5 (6.2) \[18\]0.382100.4 (4.3) \[560\]102.5 (2.8) \[17\]0.228125.4 (6.1) \[372\]125.1 (6.7) \[15\]0.881124.6 (5.9) \[407\]126.1 (4.5) \[12\]0.2839132.1 (5.9) \[251\]137.1 (5.9) \[42\]**\< 0.0001**132.8 (5.6) \[253\]136.0 (6.6) \[39\]**0.005**10137.4 (6.2) \[182\]143.3 (7.2) \[73\]**\< 0.0001**139.2 (6.3) \[159\]142.9 (7.5) \[65\]**0.001**11142.8 (6.7) \[470\]148.7 (7.7) \[73\]**\< 0.0001**145.8 (7.4) \[505\]148.3 (8.0) \[69\]**0.018**12147.6 (7.5) \[603\]155.8 (9.0) \[72\]**\< 0.0001**151.4 (6.8) \[685\]155.0 (7.9) \[78\]**\< 0.0001**13153.8 (8.3) \[613\]164.0 (9.9) \[57\]**\< 0.0001**155.5 (6.2) \[690\]160.3 (6.7) \[63\]**\< 0.0001**14160.2 (8.4) \[701\]169.8 (9.1) \[58\]**\< 0.0001**157.3 (5.9) \[754\]162.9 (6.8) \[74\]**\< 0.0001**15165.6 (7.8) \[759\]174.8 (8.4) \[58\]**\< 0.0001**158.4 (6.2) \[841\]163.8 (6.9) \[61\]**\< 0.0001**16168.6 (7.1) \[685\]176.6 (7.8) \[53\]**\< 0.0001**158.8 (5.9) \[724\]164.5 (6.6) \[61\]**\< 0.0001**17170.3 (6.7) \[502\]177.7 (8.8) \[48\]**\< 0.0001**159.3 (6.2) \[561\]165.3 (6.8) \[61\]**\< 0.0001**18171.2 (6.6) \[449\]178.0 (8.0) \[37\]**\< 0.0001**159.4 (6.1) \[427\]166.3 (7.1) \[36\]**\< 0.0001**19170.0 (6.8) \[55\]177.9 (7.7) \[40\]**\< 0.0001**158.9 (6.5) \[47\]164.1 (6.9) \[42\]**\< 0.0001**20171.3 (6.9) \[103\]174.3 (6.8) \[12\]0.183158.8 (5.9) \[99\]164.5 (6.7) \[7\]0.06621171.6 (6.6) \[695\]178.4 (7.4) \[17\]**0.002**159.7 (6.1) \[711\]166.2 (7.2) \[23\]**\< 0.0001**(b) WeightAge GroupMales Mean + SD (kg)Females Mean + SD (kg)BlackWhite*P*-valueBlackWhite*P*-valueBirth3.1 (0.5)3.3 (0.5)**0.019**3.0 (0.5)3.1 (0.5)0.098\< 18.3 (1.9)7.6 (2.0)0.0837.8 (1.7)7.3 (2.0)0.098110.5 (1.7)11.0 (1.7)0.15810.1 (1.7)10.2 (2.0)0.738211.5 (1.7)13.0 (1.6)**\< 0.0001**11.4 (1.6)12.0 (1.4)**0.037**516.0 (2.0)16.5 (2.9)0.81415.8 (2.1)16.4 (0.7)0.188825.2 (3.9)28.1 (9.2)0.22824.9 (4.7)26.1 (3.7)0.312928.8 (5.0)32.7 (7.4)**0.023**29.6 (6.4)30.3 (6.3)0.5411032.6 (6.6)35.6 (6.2)**0.009**34.7 (8.3)36.1 (8.1)0.2481135.7 (8.0)39.8 (7.3)**\< 0.0001**38.9 (10.0)40.5 (9.4)0.1891239.5 (8.6)45.6 (10.3)**\< 0.0001**44.8 (10.9)46.4 (11.0)0.2441344.1 (9.9)53.2 (12.1)**\< 0.0001**50.1 (11.9)51.8 (10.9)0.2281449.2 (10.6)59.4 (12.8)**\< 0.0001**53.2 (11.5)55.5 (10.9)0.0941553.8 (10.4)64.9 (12.6)**\< 0.0001**55.7 (11.7)57.0 (10.1)0.3431656.9 (9.9)66.7 (10.8)**\< 0.0001**57.6 (12.1)59.2 (10.6)0.2761759.0 (9.8)71.3 (12.2)**\< 0.0001**59.0 (11.5)60.1 (12.3)0.4941859.8 (9.7)71.1 (12.9)**\< 0.0001**59.1 (11.9)63.1 (12.9)0.0791963.1 (14.5)73.9 (16.5)**0.013**61.4 (13.8)61.9 (15.2)0.8812062.5 (11.0)68.6 (8.1)**0.033**60.4 (12.8)69.8 (9.4)**0.039**2163.6 (11.6)75.1 (10.7)**0.004**65.1 (16.1)59.9 (10.2)**0.027**(c) BMIAge GroupMales Mean + SD (kg/m\^2)Females Mean + SD (kg/m\^2)BlackWhite*P*-valueBlackWhite*P*-valueBirthNANANANANANA\< 117.9 (2.3)16.7 (1.6)**\< 0.0001**17.5 (2.0)16.2 (1.9)**0.001**117.7 (1.8)16.9 (1.7)**0.044**17.5 (1.9)16.7 (1.6)**0.041**216.5 (2.2)16.9 (1.6)0.19716.7 (2.0)15.9 (1.8)0.067515.8 (1.3)15.0 (0.9)0.25915.6 (1.3)15.6 (0.6)0.990815.9 (1.5)17.7 (4.5)0.14616.0 (2.1)16.4 (2.0)0.509916.4 (2.0)17.3 (3.1)0.10516.7 (2.8)16.2 (2.1)0.2241017.2 (2.6)17.3 (2.1)0.87517.8 (3.4)17.5 (2.6)0.5221117.4 (3.1)18.0 (2.5)0.09918.2 (3.8)18.3 (2.9)0.8661218.0 (2.9)18.7 (3.3)0.11119.4 (4.0)19.1 (3.2)0.3661318.5 (3.2)19.6 (3.2)**0.018**20.6 (4.4)20.0 (3.4)0.1861419.1 (3.3)20.5 (3.5)**0.039**21.4 (4.3)20.8 (3.6)0.1791519.6 (3.1)21.2 (3.4)**0.009**22.2 (4.4)21.2 (3.4)**0.042**1620.0 (3.0)21.3 (2.7)**0.013**22.8 (4.5)21.8 (3.3)**0.027**1720.3 (3.0)22.5 (3.1)**\< 0.0001**23.2 (4.4)21.9 (4.0)**0.019**1820.4 (2.8)22.4 (3.6)**0.017**23.2 (4.4)22.8 (3.9)0.4901921.8 (5.1)23.3 (5.0)0.16824.3 (5.0)22.9 (4.8)0.1782021.3 (3.3)22.6 (2.8)0.14623.9 (4.7)25.8 (2.7)0.1422121.6 (3.7)23.5 (2.4)0.05525.5 (6.1)21.7 (3.9)**0.001**(d) Waist circumferenceAge groupMales Mean + SD (cm)Females Mean + SD (cm)BlackWhite*P*-valueBlackWhite*P*-value957.1 (4.9)59.9 (8.1)**0.046**57.2 (6.5)57.7 (5.9)0.6481058.7 (5.8)60.8 (5.6)**0.008**58.4 (6.9)59.5 (7.0)0.2771160.6 (6.8)63.4 (6.6)**0.001**61.4 (7.5)63.0 (8.7)0.1671262.6 (6.9)66.1 (7.2)**\< 0.0001**63.8 (7.8)65.3 (8.4)0.1541364.7 (7.5)69.3 (7.8)**\< 0.0001**67.3 (9.0)67.7 (7.8)0.7091467.0 (7.6)72.1 (8.8)**\< 0.0001**69.3 (9.1)69.1 (8.5)0.8141569.1 (7.8)73.7 (9.6)**\< 0.0001**71.0 (9.6)69.6 (8.7)0.2331669.4 (6.5)75.6 (7.1)**\< 0.0001**71.9 (9.8)73.7 (9.4)0.1461771.3 (7.2)77.7 (7.4)**\< 0.0001**74.3 (9.8)74.8 (10.4)0.7011872.6 (7.0)77.1 (5.4)**0.002**76.0 (11.3)78.2 (11.7)0.3961973.3 (11.3)81.7 (14.6)**0.021**72.7 (10.2)67.9 (6.4)**0.022**2071.7 (7.6)76.7 (6.0)**0.020**69.3 (8.2)76.4 (8.8)0.0802175.7 (9.1)82.9 (6.8)**\< 0.0001**81.1 (13.2)72.4 (9.3)**\< 0.0001**(e) Hip circumferenceAge groupMales Mean + SD (cm)Females Mean + SD (cm)BlackWhite*P*-valueBlackWhite*P*-value963.4 (6.2)66.3 (8.2)**0.044**65.8 (9.3)66.3 (7.4)0.7461071.0 (6.8)73.7 (6.6)**0.004**75.1 (8.9)75.6 (7.5)0.6701176.4 (8.0)78.0 (6.7)0.08880.3 (9.6)79.0 (7.8)0.2011278.6 (8.1)81.5 (7.9)**0.004**85.2 (10.2)84.6 (9.4)0.6351381.5 (8.9)86.2 (8.6)**\< 0.0001**90.9 (10.4)90.4 (8.9)0.6731484.4 (8.4)89.8 (8.6)**\< 0.0001**94.3 (10.0)92.6 (8.1)0.0791587.5 (8.4)92.5 (9.7)**\< 0.0001**95.7 (10.0)94.4 (7.2)0.1931689.3 (7.4)92.8 (7.2)**0.001**96.8 (9.6)95.5 (8.5)0.2211790.8 (7.8)94.0 (7.0)**0.002**99.5 (9.5)95.2 (8.3)**\< 0.0001**1890.8 (6.9)92.5 (5.6)0.19699.4 (10.2)97.6 (8.2)0.3391990.7 (10.5)97.1 (11.0)**0.027**100.0 (11.9)93.8 (8.4)**0.020**2090.8 (7.6)95.0 (6.9)0.07598.6 (10.9)101.1 (6.4)0.3782193.3 (8.5)99.1 (6.0)**0.001**104.6 (12.9)96.1 (8.8)**\< 0.0001**(f) Waist-to-height ratioAge groupMalesMean + SDFemales Mean + SDBlackWhite*P*-valueBlackWhite*P*-value943.0 (3.3)43.6 (5.3)0.51442.8 (4.0)42.3 (3.3)0.4581042.7 (3.8)42.4 (3.2)0.51042.0 (4.3)41.6 (4.0)0.5961142.4 (4.2)42.8 (4.4)0.50842.1 (4.6)42.4 (4.8)0.6011242.4 (4.0)42.4 (4.2)0.91242.1 (4.9)42.1 (4.8)0.8881342.1 (4.6)42.3 (4.2)0.77743.3 (5.7)42.2 (4.3)0.0571441.8 (4.7)42.5 (5.0)0.32744.0 (5.7)42.6 (5.1)**0.021**1541.7 (4.7)41.8 (4.2)0.84344.8 (6.0)42.6 (5.3)**0.003**1641.2 (3.8)42.8 (3.6)**0.002**45.3 (6.3)44.7 (5.3)0.4181741.8 (4.2)43.8 (3.8)**0.001**46.7 (6.3)45.4 (6.2)0.0971842.4 (3.9)43.6 (3.0)0.08247.6 (6.9)47.5 (6.3)0.9351943.2 (7.0)46.2 (8.4)0.15045.8 (6.4)41.3 (3.6)**0.001**2041.9 (4.4)44.1 (4.1)0.11043.7 (5.2)46.4 (4.6)0.1812144.2 (5.3)46.5 (3.2)**0.009**50.8 (8.3)43.6 (5.6)**\< 0.0001**Age group \< 1 = age between 3 months and 1 year; 21 = age 21 years or greater*p*-values less than 0.05 are in bold

Similarly for weight, white males, who were 200 g heavier at birth (*p* = 0.019), were consistently heavier than black males except in infancy and mid-childhood. Mean differences increased from 2.5 kg (*p* \< 0.001) to 10.8 kg (*p* = 0.013) between ages 2 and 19 years. In females, there were no consistent differences in weight between black and white participants.

BMI was greater in black than white infants during the first 2 years of life. The reverse was observed in males during adolescence (white males having significantly greater BMI than black males between 13 and 18 years). Black females had significantly greater BMI than white females from ages 15 to 17 years.

White males had greater waist and hip circumferences than black males at most ages except at 11, 18 and 19 years for hip circumference. Waist-to-height ratios were similar in black and white males except at ages 16, 17 and 21 years when white males had greater waist-to-height ratio than black males. In females, there were no race differences in waist and hip circumferences except at ages 19 and 21 years for waist circumference, and at ages 17, 19 and 21 years for hip circumference. Black females had greater waist-to-height ratio than white females at ages 14, 15, 19 and 21 years.

Patterns of malnutrition {#Sec9}
------------------------

The prevalence of stunting, underweight and wasting from birth to 5 years, and overweight and obesity from 2 to 21+ years are presented in Fig. [1](#Fig1){ref-type="fig"} and Additional file [1](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}: Table S1. Black children were more stunted than white children at all ages up to and including the 5 year age group, and males were more stunted than females except in the 5 year age group. Stunting reached a peak of 34 and 25% in black males and females at 2 years respectively. Black males tended to be more underweight than black females during the first 3 years of life, while there were no consistent patterns between the race groups in the first 5 years. The prevalence of wasting was low at all times in the first 3 years, although black males in the 2-year age group had a higher prevalence than the other three groups.Fig. 1Prevalence of **a** stunting **b** underweight **c** wasting **d** overweight and obesity for black boys (red solid), white boys (red dashed), black girls (black solid), and white girls (black lines)

In both race and sex groups, the prevalence of overweight and obesity was high in the 2-year age group, but the prevalence then fell in all groups. In black males, the prevalence changed little from age 5 years onwards, remaining below 10% at most time points, reaching a peak of 14.9% at 21+ years. The prevalence in white males was consistently higher than that in black males after 12 years of age, and rose sharply to 29.4% in the 21+ years age group. Females of both race groups had a higher prevalence of overweight and obesity than males throughout childhood and the adolescent period, with black females having a steady rise in prevalence from 11 years of age, reaching 46.5% in the 21+ years age group. The prevalence in white females changed little from 10 years of age, remaining between 15 and 20% throughout adolescence.

Height, weight, BMI, waist and hip circumference percentiles {#Sec10}
------------------------------------------------------------

Values for the 3rd, 50th, and 97th centiles for height, weight and BMI from age 2 to 20 years, 10th, 50th and 90th centiles for waist circumferences and 2.3rd, 50th and 97.7th centiles for hip circumference from 9 to 18 years are given in Table [2](#Tab2){ref-type="table"}. The Bt20+ centile lines for black and white children were superimposed on the 2000 CDC growth charts for height, weight and BMI, on NHANES III reference charts for waist circumference and Dutch references for hip circumferences (Fig. [2](#Fig2){ref-type="fig"}). The weight, height and BMI centiles for white Bt20+ children were similar to those of the 2000 CDC charts. However, for black children, height centile lines were lower than those of both the 2000 CDC charts and Bt20+ white children, such that the 50th centile of the black children corresponded to the 25th of the 2000 CDC growth charts for both sexes. A similar pattern was observed for weight and BMI centile lines for black males, but differed for black females, whose lines were similar to the 2000 CDC charts and those of Bt20+ white females.Table 2Percentile values for the 3rd, 50th, and 97th centiles for (a) height, (b) weight, (c) BMI, (d), 10th, 50th and 90th centiles for waist circumference, and (e) 2.3rd, 50th and 97.7th for hip circumference(a) HeightAge (years)Black males (cm)White males (cm)Black females (cm)White females (cm)C3C50C97C3C50C97C3C50C97C3C50C97275.782.589.080.587.395.774.981.788.579.986.094.4383.991.298.286.893.9102.683.390.697.886.693.2102.5491.699.4106.993.3100.6109.791.299.0106.893.2100.5110.6598.5106.7114.799.4107.2116.797.8106.3114.799.6107.6118.46104.5113.4122.0105.1113.3123.4104.1113.2122.3105.6114.2125.87109.6119.2128.6110.3119.1129.9109.1118.8128.4111.1120.3132.68113.6123.9134.2115.7125.2136.8112.8122.9133.0116.4126.2139.29118.3129.2140.2121.9132.1144.8118.2129.1139.9121.9132.2145.810123.7134.9146.6128.0138.9152.6124.3136.2148.0127.4138.3152.511128.4140.1152.5133.3145.0159.8129.7142.5155.1133.1144.5159.112131.9144.6158.1138.6151.1167.0135.5148.4161.2139.0150.7165.713135.7149.9164.7144.5157.7174.8141.1153.4165.5144.4156.4171.514141.1156.6172.1151.0164.8182.7144.9156.5168.0148.4160.6175.715147.3162.9177.8156.9171.1189.4146.6158.0169.2150.9163.0177.816152.8167.3180.8160.9175.1193.4147.3158.7169.9152.1164.2178.617156.3169.9182.2162.9176.9194.9147.7159.1170.5152.8164.7178.818158.0171.1183.0163.7177.5195.1147.9159.5170.9153.2165.0178.819158.0171.1182.9164.2177.7194.9147.4159.0170.5153.3165.0178.520156.7169.9181.9165.0178.3195.0146.5158.1169.6153.3164.8178.0(b) WeightAge (years)Black males (kg)White males (kg)Black females (kg)White females (kg)C3C50C97C3C50C97C3C50C97C3C50C9728.711.114.810.312.716.68.711.114.810.312.716.6310.313.017.011.414.219.010.313.017.011.414.219.0412.215.319.812.716.021.712.215.319.812.716.021.7514.217.722.814.218.024.814.217.722.814.218.024.8616.020.025.815.820.328.516.020.025.815.820.328.5717.722.028.817.622.832.717.722.028.817.622.832.7819.124.032.119.625.837.619.124.032.119.625.837.6920.926.436.822.029.043.020.926.436.822.029.043.01023.129.643.324.432.548.823.129.643.324.432.548.81125.032.650.027.136.355.025.032.650.027.136.355.01226.835.656.230.340.762.026.835.656.230.340.762.01329.239.662.534.246.170.329.239.662.534.246.170.31432.144.769.138.952.479.832.144.769.138.952.479.81535.749.974.543.758.788.935.749.974.543.758.788.91639.554.278.247.763.996.039.554.278.247.763.996.01743.056.980.450.567.4100.643.056.980.450.567.4100.61845.358.181.652.269.5103.245.358.181.652.269.5103.21947.158.984.053.471.0104.947.158.984.053.471.0104.92048.859.887.854.572.4106.548.859.887.854.572.4106.5(c) BMIAge (years)Black males (kg/m\^2)White males (kg/m\^2)Black females (kg/m\^2)White females (kg/m\^2)C3C50C97C3C50C97C3C50C97C3C50C97212.816.721.014.716.920.813.516.721.212.615.519.7312.315.419.113.515.719.812.715.318.812.515.419.8413.315.718.413.015.219.513.215.518.612.515.419.8513.615.618.512.815.119.713.315.418.512.415.520.1613.515.518.612.815.220.013.315.418.812.415.620.6713.615.618.513.015.420.613.315.519.312.515.820.9813.715.718.913.215.821.413.215.620.212.816.021.2913.815.920.513.616.322.213.115.821.713.116.421.61013.916.223.013.916.722.913.216.424.013.516.922.21113.916.524.514.217.123.713.417.126.213.917.423.21214.216.925.514.617.624.713.818.028.114.418.124.41314.617.526.715.118.325.814.519.129.714.918.825.71415.018.127.815.719.127.015.320.131.015.419.527.01515.318.727.316.319.828.316.021.032.115.820.228.41615.719.226.616.920.529.516.521.732.816.220.829.61716.119.626.617.421.230.516.922.233.216.521.330.81816.519.927.117.921.731.517.222.533.616.721.831.81916.920.227.918.322.332.417.522.834.116.922.132.82017.320.529.018.722.833.317.823.234.617.122.533.8(d) Waist circumferenceAge (years)Black males (cm)White males (cm)Black females (cm)White females (cm)C10C50C90C10C50C90C10C50C90C10C50C90951.155.463.851.057.165.748.754.566.650.357.270.01052.056.866.452.959.169.049.956.169.050.757.871.11153.058.369.454.861.172.451.658.372.151.959.473.31254.159.972.556.863.375.853.760.975.953.862.076.81355.661.975.658.865.779.355.863.679.956.064.880.51457.564.178.460.968.183.257.866.283.757.466.783.21559.466.380.263.070.487.359.268.286.758.167.985.21660.967.981.265.072.890.860.169.689.159.570.088.11762.269.281.766.775.192.760.770.891.261.372.591.61863.770.983.067.977.492.963.173.995.961.673.292.91964.271.583.468.279.792.961.572.594.759.571.390.82064.271.883.666.482.093.457.868.790.356.668.387.4(e) Hip circumferenceAge (years)Black males (cm)White males (cm)Black females (cm)White females (cm)C2.3C50C97.7C2.3C50C97.7C2.3C50C97.7C2.3C50C97.7951.357.267.456.363.376.149.757.770.455.763.980.11059.566.478.361.569.182.660.169.785.061.070.385.21165.172.986.466.574.588.665.976.694.065.275.789.61267.475.991.069.978.292.669.480.799.269.580.894.41369.278.395.073.081.596.074.586.3105.474.186.099.61471.881.298.276.685.4100.279.591.6110.978.190.0103.71575.284.5100.480.289.2104.282.094.0113.080.992.6106.01678.787.6102.082.591.6106.583.595.2113.482.794.0107.31780.388.9102.383.592.5107.285.196.7114.783.794.7107.81881.389.9103.084.092.9107.386.698.7117.784.395.1107.91980.188.6101.585.294.1108.284.597.0117.584.895.3108.02078.286.699.386.995.8109.881.194.0116.485.295.5108.1Fig. 2Comparison of centile lines (3, 50, 97 for height, weight & BMI, 10, 50, 90 for waist circumference, and 2.3rd, 50th & 97.7th for hip circumference) between South African black (blue), white (red) children for **a** height, **b** weight, and **c** BMI compared to CDC references (black-dashed), **d** waist circumference compared to NHANES III references (black-dashed), and **e** hip circumference compared to Dutch references (black-dashed)

The centile lines for waist circumferences for Bt20+ children of both sexes were lower than the NHANES III. During adolescence, the 90th centile of Bt20+ black and white males was just above the 50th centile of the American males. While the 50th centile of Bt20+ white males was below the NHANES III males, the 10th centile for Bt20+ white and NHANES III males were similar. Bt20+ black and white females showed similar patterns and were lower than the NHANES III females. The bands of NHANES III appeared wider than those of the Bt20+ sample. For hip circumference, centile lines for black children showed an acceleration between 9 and 11 years from lower centiles approaching centiles of white children between 10 and 11 years. The 2.3rd centile of Bt20+ black and white females were higher than that of Dutch females. Bt20+ black and white girls showed similar patterns except for the 97.7th centile, which were higher in black than white females.

Discussion {#Sec11}
==========

We assessed the prevalence of malnutrition among a population of urban South African children and generated percentile values for children living in the Johannesburg metropolitan region. Between birth and 5 years, the prevalence of stunting was higher in black than white children and in males than females reaching a peak at 2 years of age at over 34% for black males. This is higher than the national average of 26% for children from birth to 3 years \[[@CR33]\] and remarkably higher than the 6% average for children from birth to 5 years from HIC \[[@CR4]\]. Micronutrient deficiency in early childhood may be responsible for the high rate of undernutrition in black children \[[@CR33]\]. On the contrary, the prevalence of overweight and obesity of South African females were comparable to those of American females who had an average of 26.5 and 41.9% for non-Hispanic white and African American females respectively between 12 and 19 years of age \[[@CR34]\]. In our sample, the prevalence of overweight and obesity ranged from about 19 to 36% and from about 22 to 26% between 12 and 19 years of age for black and white females respectively. In adulthood, black women have a higher prevalence of obesity than white women while the prevalence of overweight is similar between the two groups \[[@CR35]\].

The rise in the prevalence of overweight and obesity may be attributed to poor dietary patterns and low levels of physical activity among black children. Black children of both sexes in the Bt20+ cohort had significantly lower levels of reported physical activity than white children \[[@CR36]\]. Additionally, among Bt20+ black children, dietary patterns differed with a greater proportion of females consuming snacks and confectionary and a lower proportion taking lunchboxes to school than males, contributing to possibly higher consumption of fats and refined sugar \[[@CR37]\]. Residential mobility among those experiencing an increase in SES between birth and 15 years of age was associated with a greater BMI in females, but not in males. Thus, the socio-economic transition may predispose females to greater exposure to bad dietary practices both within and without the household, while maintaining similarly low levels of physical activity compared to males.

Changing dietary patterns could be driving a positive secular change in BMI such that the centiles for black females are now similar to those of white South African females and American references. Historically, black females had lower weight and adiposity than white females \[[@CR7], [@CR9]\]. Compared to two nationally representative references of American children, the weight and BMI centiles for Bt20+ females are similar to American references for all centiles. There are no historical growth reference data to assess whether the secular change in BMI is affecting all centiles and thus it is unclear whether in South Africa, the rise in BMI affects those in a select group or affect all centiles. In America, the rise in obesity was driven by the heaviest sub-group (\> 95th centile) being much heavier than the same group in previous surveys, while the lower centiles were similar for children and adolescents between surveys, leading to a widening of the upper centiles \[[@CR14]\]. For waist circumference, South African females started lower but grew towards the American references in adolescence. This suggests that the pattern of obesity of younger South African females differs from that of American peers, with general rather than abdominal obesity among South African children.

The percentiles produced in this study will be useful for future comparisons to assess patterns in the secular changes in weight and BMI so as to give insight into factors that drive the obesity epidemic. Nevertheless, this study has several limitations in that the data are not nationally representative and external validity of the Bt20+ sample was only conducted at birth. There were no differences in maternal age, gravidity and birth weight between Bt20+ participants and those born in the same year but outside of the 7 week recruitment period for the cohort \[[@CR17]\]. The Soweto-Johannesburg Metropolitan area has experienced significant inward migration and children who recently migrated into this area are significantly more disadvantaged compared to long-term residents \[[@CR38]\], thus these percentiles are representative of children born in Soweto in the early 90's who have had long-term residence in the township. A second limitation of the study is the relatively small number of white children, particularly in early life, even though the proportions represent the demographics of population at the time of birth.

Conclusions {#Sec12}
===========

In conclusion, the availability of data describing growth patterns is a critical tool for current and future comparisons and is essential for public health. More studies are needed to establish whether the positive secular change in weight and BMI affects the general population or a sub-group. This would assist with developing a targeted intervention against obesity. The risk for overweight and obesity in South African females increases in early adolescence, and may be linked to early life growth and physiological and lifestyle changes during that period. Early intervention is needed in females to mitigate against the upsurge of overweight and obesity.
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